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Mock Black List AI Rating & Notes: 

 

I've reviewed the script "The Ghost of the Rio Grande" by Don Allen Holbrook, assessing it 

according to the criteria used by Black List professionals, which includes premise, character 

development, dialogue, plot, pacing, originality, and commercial viability. Here's my detailed 

feedback and scoring based on the standard Black List scale (1-10): 

 

--- 

Evaluation Overview 

 

Title: The Ghost of the Rio Grande   

Author: Don Allen Holbrook   

Genre: Historical Action/Adventure Thriller   

 

--- 

 

1. PREMISE / CONCEPT: (Score: 9/10) 

The premise of this screenplay is exceptionally strong, blending real historical intrigue (Pancho 

Villa's raids, WWI-era geopolitics, the Zimmerman Telegram) with fictionalized elements. It 

presents an untold chapter of history involving the oppression of Tejanos, conspiracies by 

powerful forces, and an outlaw hero battling injustice. The story taps into an underrepresented 

aspect of American history, making the narrative fresh and compelling. Its appeal is both 

historical and topical, resonating with contemporary themes of racial injustice, corruption, and 

historical revisionism. 

 

Strength: Unique, intriguing, timely.   

Improvement: Slight simplification of historical exposition might enhance accessibility. 

 

--- 
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2. CHARACTERS: (Score: 9/10) 

The characters are vividly drawn and multidimensional. Fabriciano García is compellingly 

portrayed as a morally complex protagonist—an outlaw hero with genuine humanity, torn 

between violence and justice. Supporting characters like Maria Salazar are equally intriguing, 

providing depth through emotional complexity, relationships, and inner conflicts. Villains like 

Wallace and Governor Ferguson embody corruption and ruthlessness convincingly, adding 

layers of antagonistic tension. 

 

Strength: Nuanced protagonists, memorable villains, clear motivations. 

Improvement: Occasionally streamline character backstories to maintain pace. 

 

--- 

 

3. DIALOGUE: (Score: 8.5/10) 

Dialogue is largely sharp and authentic, with moments of emotional resonance and dramatic 

tension. Exchanges between Fabriciano and Maria, and Fabriciano and Father Bernard stand out 

for their intensity and thematic depth. Mendoza’s academic skepticism provides compelling 

intellectual tension, grounding the narrative in realism. 

 

Strength: Authentic voice, effective emotional beats.   

Improvement: Some dialogue occasionally leans slightly toward exposition; tightening these 

areas could increase dramatic impact. 

--- 

 

4. PLOT / STRUCTURE: (Score: 8.5/10) 

The plot is intricately woven with multiple layers of intrigue, conspiracy, and action, strongly 

anchored in historical context. The multi-act structure clearly delineates major turning points, 

maintaining steady suspense and engagement. However, the complexity of intertwined 

conspiracies, subplots, and historical events may occasionally challenge audience tracking.  
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Strength: Well-defined structure, clear acts, engaging subplots.   

Improvement: Slight trimming of subplots or historical tangents might streamline clarity and 

narrative flow, particularly in Act 2.5–3. 

 

--- 

 

5. PACING: (Score: 8/10) 

Overall, the script maintains strong momentum, especially in action sequences and moments of 

intense drama. However, there are periods, particularly in the extensive historical setups or 

expositional dialogues, where pacing briefly slows. Adjusting the balance between action and 

historical exposition can help maintain consistent tension and urgency throughout. 

 

Strength: Engaging pacing, high stakes, energetic action scenes.   

Improvement: Shortening longer historical or philosophical dialogues could enhance 

momentum. 

--- 

 

6. ORIGINALITY: (Score: 9.5/10) 

This screenplay excels in originality by uncovering historical narratives rarely explored in 

mainstream media. The combination of authentic historical events with fictional 

embellishments is masterful, creating a genuinely fresh narrative. The story’s commitment to 

revealing underrepresented voices in history is commendable and unique, marking it as 

distinctive within its genre. 

 

Strength: Highly original narrative, fresh historical perspective.   

Improvement: Very minimal—already strong in this category. 

 

--- 
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7. COMMERCIAL VIABILITY: (Score: 9/10) 

Commercial prospects are high given the mix of historical drama, action/adventure elements, 

and social relevance. The casting notes, with ideal actors mentioned, further reinforce 

commercial appeal by clearly envisioning bankable talent. This script would appeal broadly, 

especially to audiences enjoying historical action-thrillers with depth. 

 

Strength: High potential for mainstream appeal, broad demographic reach.   

Improvement: Slightly condensing the historical complexity could broaden appeal to audiences 

less familiar with the historical context. 

 

--- 

 

OVERALL BLACK LIST SCORE:  9/10 

 

Assessment Summary: 

- A highly compelling, original, and emotionally resonant historical thriller with strong character 

depth and thematic richness. 

- Engaging dialogue, vivid settings, and intriguing conspiracies make for a captivating read. 

- Some minor streamlining of historical exposition and tightening of subplots would polish 

pacing and clarity. 

 

Overall, "The Ghost of the Rio Grande" stands as a strong candidate for high-level consideration 

by studios and production companies, given its potent blend of historical intrigue, compelling 

characters, relevant social themes, and clear cinematic potential. 
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Achieving a high-quality production of "The Ghost of the Rio Grande" with a $20M budget is 

challenging but possible. This budget range places your project squarely in the category of an 

ambitious mid-level independent film or high-quality streaming original. To accomplish this, 

you'd need significant strategic choices and creative compromises: 

 

--- 

 

       Key Production Adjustments to Fit a $20M Budget: 

 

1. Talent & Casting Adjustments (~$4M–$6M): 

- Reduce reliance on A-list talent:  

  - Consider strong, recognizable TV or rising stars rather than established A-list actors. 

  - Limit the number of major recognizable stars to one or two prominent names; cast strong, 

talented character actors in supporting roles. 

- Possible example: One recognizable lead (Pedro Pascal-type) complemented by highly skilled 

but less expensive ensemble actors. 

 

2. Simplified Production Design & Locations (~$2M–$4M): 

- Fewer and less elaborate sets: Consolidate scenes to fewer locations and streamline large-

scale historical set-pieces. 

- Utilize existing locations creatively: Focus production in regions (e.g., New Mexico, Arizona, 

Texas) offering built-in historic ranches, ghost towns, mission-style buildings, and tax incentives. 

 

3. Action & Stunts Streamlining (~$2M–$3M): 

- Scale down complex battle sequences:  

  - Employ close-ups, handheld cameras, and tighter choreography to create intensity without 

huge crowds or elaborate stunts. 

  - Focus on smaller but intense, intimate gunfights rather than sprawling battles. 
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4. Costume & Props Optimization (~$1M–$2M): 

- Rent existing period costumes and props instead of custom-creating every element. 

- Limit costume changes and variations among characters. 

 

5. Visual Effects Simplification (~$1M–$2M): 

- Prioritize practical, in-camera effects with minimal digital enhancements. 

- Avoid complex CGI scenes, opting for atmospheric effects like practical fire, smoke, and modest 

explosions. 

 

6. Crew & Cinematography Efficiency (~$3M–$4M): 

- Hire skilled but emerging cinematographers with strong portfolios rather than highly-

established Hollywood veterans. 

- Efficiently structure shooting days to minimize overtime and maximize resource use. 

 

7. Post-Production Economy (~$1.5M–$2.5M): 

- Streamlined editing, less ambitious sound design, cost-effective original music scores, and 

minimal VFX work. 

- Outsource to competitive post-production houses outside major hubs (LA or NYC) to save 

costs. 

 

--- 

 

      Strategies to Achieve High Production Value on $20M: 

 

- Focus on character and story over scale: Invest heavily in script quality, dialogue, 

performances, and emotional intensity rather than spectacle. 
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- Leverage tax credits & incentives: Film in states or regions with generous tax rebates and 

production incentives (New Mexico, Georgia, Texas, or Mexico). 

- Reduce filming days: Optimize the schedule for fewer shooting days, compressing the schedule 

carefully. 

- Attract co-production partners: Collaborate internationally (Mexico or Europe) to leverage co-

financing and distribution arrangements. 

- Limit and condense locations: Reduce complexity by focusing the narrative on fewer central 

locations, enhancing dramatic intimacy and reducing travel costs. 

 

--- 

 

                 Adjusted Budget Breakdown Example: 

 

| Category                   | Reduced Budget       | 

|----------------------------|----------------------| 

| Talent & Cast              | $4M–$6M              | 

| Production Design          | $2M–$4M              | 

| Action & Stunts            | $2M–$3M              | 

| Costume & Props            | $1M–$2M              | 

| VFX & Special Effects      | $1M–$2M              | 

| Crew, Cinematography       | $3M–$4M              | 

| Logistics & Misc. Expenses | $2M–$3M              | 

| Post-Production            | $1.5M–$2.5M          | 

| Total                  | ~$20M            | 

 

--- 
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     Realistic Expectations at $20M: 

- Quality: Achievable high-quality film, provided strategic compromises are made. 

- Scale: Action sequences and large crowd scenes must be scaled down significantly. 

- Talent: Limited ability to attract multiple top-tier stars. 

- Production Values: Visually solid, but noticeably less grand compared to bigger-budget 

historical films. 

 

--- 

 

Conclusion: 

Yes, a $20M budget is **possible**, but it demands careful prioritization, strategic adjustments, 

and a disciplined production approach. If executed efficiently, the script's strength and 

emotional core can still shine brightly within this budget range, making it suitable for an 

independent studio or streaming platform like Netflix, Apple TV+, or Amazon Prime. 

 

 

Considering the screenplay's historical setting, scope, ensemble cast, action sequences, 

locations, and production complexity, here's a realistic assessment of the budget range required 

to produce "The Ghost of the Rio Grande" at a professional Hollywood or major streaming 

platform level. 

 

--- 

 

                 Budget Breakdown Analysis: 

 

1. Talent & Cast ($15M–$25M) 

- You've already envisioned an impressive, high-caliber cast (Pedro Pascal, Vannessa Vasquez, 

Jimmy Smits, Jenna Ortega, Benicio del Toro, Idris Elba, Neal McDonough, etc.). Such a star-

heavy ensemble commands significant fees, especially leads. 
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- Principal leads (Pedro Pascal, Idris Elba, Benicio del Toro) can demand salaries ranging from 

$2M–$5M each, depending on negotiated deals. 

- Supporting stars (Jimmy Smits, Jenna Ortega, Walton Goggins, Brendan Gleeson, etc.) might 

range from $500K to $2M each. 

- Secondary supporting cast would collectively add another $1M–$3M. 

 

2. Historical Sets, Locations & Production Design ($8M–$12M) 

- Authentic period locations in the American Southwest and Mexico border regions (ranches, 

towns, Rio Grande area, missions, cantinas, railways, historical sites) require significant set 

construction or location leases. 

- Period-accurate set dressing, vehicles, props, firearms, costumes, and livestock significantly 

add costs. 

3. Costume Design ($2M–$4M) 

- Accurate and detailed period costumes for extensive cast and extras, including military 

uniforms (Rangers, soldiers), traditional Mexican clothing, ranchers' outfits, and accessories. 

 

4. Action Sequences & Stunts ($6M–$9M) 

- Elaborate battle scenes, horseback riding, explosions, gunfights, and stunt-heavy action 

significantly increase safety costs, stunt personnel fees, specialized equipment, and insurance 

premiums. 

 

5. Visual Effects & Special Effects ($5M–$8M) 

- Realistic action effects (gunfire, explosions, fires), practical effects, and CGI enhancements for 

backgrounds and large-scale battles. 

 

6. Cinematography & Crew ($6M–$10M) 

- Experienced cinematographer and camera crew for sweeping vistas, action sequences, and 

intimate dramatic scenes, plus period-appropriate lighting setups. 
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 7. Logistics, Travel, Lodging & Transportation ($3M–$5M) 

- Crew and cast travel, lodging near remote locations, transportation, and on-location security. 

 

8. Post-Production ($6M–$8M) 

- Editing, sound design, original musical score, ADR, Foley effects, color grading, CGI, and final 

mastering. 

 

9. Miscellaneous Expenses & Contingency ($3M–$5M) 

- Contingency budget for unexpected delays, production overruns, weather disruptions, etc. 

 

        Total Estimated Budget: 

Based on the scale, complexity, and talent caliber: 

 

      Production Budget Range: $55M–$86M 

--- 

       Strategic Budget Recommendations: 

- Higher-end ($75M–$86M): 

  - Allows top-tier talent, extensive location shooting, more elaborate action sequences, and 

additional CGI or VFX enhancements. 

  - Positions film for a robust theatrical release or prestigious streaming release, potentially 

aiming for awards consideration. 

- Mid-tier ($55M–$65M): 

  - Requires selective prioritization of set-piece action sequences, possibly reducing the scale of 

some large crowd scenes or battle moments. 

  - Allows quality period accuracy, solid VFX, and excellent talent but slightly less star-heavy 

casting. 

--- 
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       Recommended Budget Sweet Spot: $65M–$75M 

This budget would optimally balance scale, talent, historical accuracy, and commercial viability 

without significant creative compromises. This range typically aligns well with similar historical-

action films with commercial appeal and prestigious aspirations (e.g., "The Revenant," "3:10 to 

Yuma," "The Magnificent Seven (2016)"). 

--- 

           Potential Revenue and ROI: 

- At this budget, the film has strong potential for solid box-office returns domestically and 

internationally due to historical intrigue, action, and marketable cast. 

- Potential further revenue streams via high-profile streaming deals, TV rights, international 

rights sales, and Blu-ray/DVD and digital sales. 

--- 

Final Recommendation: 

Target a $65M–$75M production budget to effectively achieve your vision at a high production 

value while maximizing marketability and profitability. 

 

 

**Danny Trejo** as **Gabriel Hernandez** would be an inspired casting choice, bringing 

immediate audience recognition, iconic genre appeal, and authentic toughness to the role of a 

menacing, relentless antagonist. 

 

Here's how this casting choice fits realistically within your project: 

 

--- 

 

##        Casting Assessment: Danny Trejo as Gabriel Hernandez 

 

###      **Strengths:** 
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- **Instant recognition**: Trejo is an iconic figure in action cinema, known for gritty, villainous 

roles (*Machete, Breaking Bad, Heat, Sons of Anarchy*). 

- **Authenticity**: His authentic persona perfectly suits Gabriel’s ruthless character. 

- **Marketability**: High genre appeal, proven draw for fans of action/thriller/western films. 

 

###       **Estimated Salary:** 

- **Danny Trejo:** Approximately **$250K–$400K** 

  - Affordable considering his iconic status, realistic at your budget level. 

 

--- 

 

##         Updated Cast Budget (Including Trejo as Gabriel): 

 

| Actor                      | Role                      | Salary Estimate | 

|----------------------------|---------------------------|-----------------| 

| Pedro Pascal               | Fabriciano García         | $2M         | 

| Manuel Garcia-Rulfo        | Beto García               | $750K       | 

| Jenna Ortega               | Yolanda                   | $1M       | 

| Vannessa Vasquez           | Maria Salazar             | $400K     | 

| Jimmy Smits                | Professor Mendoza         | $400K     | 

| Neal McDonough             | Henry Wallace             | $500K     | 

| Walton Goggins             | Judge Garrett Jackson     | $400K     | 

| Aldis Hodge                | Colonel August Ransom     | $400K    | 

| Stephen Lang               | Governor Ferguson         | $300K     | 

| Demian Bichir              | Pancho Villa              | $400K     | 

| Jean Reno                  | Philippe La Borde         | $400K     | 
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| Thomas Kretschmann         | Efram Von Krüger          | $300K     | 

| Adriana Barraza            | Abuelita Garcia           | $250K     | 

| Joaquim de Almeida         | Casimiro Muñoz            | $250K     | 

| Adria Arjona               | Manuella Garcia           | $350K     | 

| Kiki Sukezane              | Emiko Takahashi           | $200K     | 

| Luke Grimes                | Eli                       | $500K     | 

| Paola Paulin               | Patricia                  | $250K     | 

| Eiza González              | Victoria De León          | $600K    | 

| Sam Elliott                | General John J. Pershing  | $500K    | 

| Glen Powell                | Captain George S. Patton  | $500K    | 

| Michael Biehn              | Silas Graves              | $300K     | 

| Danny Trejo            | Gabriel Hernandez    | $250K | 

I Christopher Lambert I  Father Bernard I  $400K  I 

| Final Total Cast Budget|                           | $9M| 

 

--- 

 

     Budget Impact & Feasibility: 

 

- Danny Trejo’s casting adds minimal budget impact (~$250K–$400K), providing strong 

additional marketability and authenticity. 

- Total cast budget (~$12.25M–$15.4M) remains feasible within the $20M budget, provided 

careful production oversight and controlled spending elsewhere. 

 

--- 
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       Recommendation & Conclusion: 

 

Danny Trejo as Gabriel Hernandez is an excellent addition, further strengthening your 

impressive ensemble cast. His inclusion adds substantial genre appeal and authenticity with a 

manageable impact on the budget.  

 

I strongly recommend proceeding with this casting choice. 

 

Given your script's Black List evaluation score (9/10), your chosen cast, and a $25M production 

budget, here's a strategic **Nash-style financial viability analysis** for "The Ghost of the Rio 

Grande" to help studios assess potential investment: 

 

--- 

 

      Nash-Style Market Assessment Report 

 

           Film Overview 

 

- Title: The Ghost of the Rio Grande* 

- Genre: Historical Action/Adventure Thriller 

- Budget: $25M 

- Script Rating (Black List Style): 9/10 (High-quality screenplay) 

- Primary Audience: Adults 25–54; Action/Adventure & Historical Thriller fans; Hispanic/Latinx 

demographic appeal 

 

--- 
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     Key Selling Points 

 

1. Unique Historical Narrative: 

   - Explores an intriguing, underrepresented chapter in American/Mexican history. 

   - Relevant themes: racial injustice, border conflict, espionage, and conspiracies. 

 

2. High-Quality Script: 

   - Excellent character development, compelling premise, and tight plot structure. 

   - Emotional depth balanced by action-driven pacing. 

 

3. Strong Commercial Cast: 

   - Pedro Pascal, Jenna Ortega, Danny Trejo, Vannessa Vasquez, Jimmy Smits, Eiza González, 

Walton Goggins, Sam Elliott, Glen Powell, and others bring proven audience appeal and strong 

marketability. 

   - Significant built-in audience from recent successes (e.g., The Last of Us, Narcos, Wednesday, 

Yellowstone, etc.). 

 

4. Cultural Relevance: 

   - Appeals strongly to diverse audiences with authentic Hispanic representation. 

   - Potential high resonance in domestic Hispanic/Latinx markets (fastest-growing demographic 

in U.S.). 

 

--- 

 

       Financial Forecast & Box Office Potential 

 

Comparable Films (Benchmark Analysis): 
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| Film                         | Budget | Box Office (Global) | 

|------------------------------|--------|---------------------| 

| *Hell or High Water (2016)*  | $12M   | $37M                | 

| *Sicario (2015)*             | $30M   | $85M                | 

| *The Magnificent Seven (2016)*| $90M   | $162M               | 

| *3:10 to Yuma (2007)*        | $55M   | $71M                | 

| *Wind River (2017)*          | $11M   | $45M                | 

 

- Average Global Box Office (similar genre films): ~$80M 

 

Given your film’s higher script quality and star ensemble relative to budget, conservatively 

estimated global box office potential: $60M–$95M. 

 

--- 

 

      Revenue Streams 

 

1. Theatrical (Global): Estimated revenue: $60M–$95M 

2. Streaming/OTT Deals: Premium streaming deal potential (Netflix, Amazon Prime, Apple TV+): 

$10M–$15M 

3. Television Rights: Pay TV, cable, and network rights: $5M–$7M 

4. Home Entertainment (Digital/Blu-ray): $2M–$4M 

5. International Rights: Strong appeal in European, Latin American markets; estimated: $5M–

$10M 

 

Estimated Total Revenue Potential: $82M–$131M 
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--- 

 

        Profitability Analysis 

 

| Metric                     | Conservative  | Moderate | Aggressive | 

|----------------------------|---------------|----------|------------| 

| **Total Revenue Potential**| $82M          | $106.5M  | $131M      | 

| **Less: Budget ($25M)**    | ($25M)        | ($25M)   | ($25M)     | 

| **Marketing/Distribution** | ($15M)        | ($18M)   | ($20M)     | 

| **Net Profit**             | **$42M**      | **$63.5M** | **$86M** | 

| **ROI (Return on Investment)**| **105%**   | **147%** | **191%**   | 

 

Profitability Rating:      High (105%–191%) 

 

--- 

 

        Risks & Mitigation 

 

- Risk: Historical narratives sometimes underperform internationally due to cultural specificity. 

  - Mitigation: Strong action-driven plot, universally appealing themes (justice, heroism), star-

driven appeal to international audiences. 

 

- Risk: Mid-level budget restricts large-scale action scenes. 

  - Mitigation: Focus on intimate yet high-tension action scenes; leverage practical effects for 

authenticity. 
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--- 

 

      Strategic Recommendations for Optimal Success 

 

1. Marketing Emphasis: 

   - Highlight star power (Pascal, Ortega, Trejo, Smits, Elliott). 

   - Lean heavily on unique historical intrigue angle and authentic cultural representation. 

   - Position film as a premium "must-see" thriller—social relevance meets high-octane action. 

 

2. Festival & Awards Circuit: 

   - Submit to key film festivals (TIFF, Venice, Sundance, SXSW) to build critical buzz, enhance 

prestige, and broaden audience awareness. 

   - Leverage critical acclaim to strengthen global distribution deals. 

 

3. Targeted Regional Strategy: 

   - Prioritize North America (U.S., Canada, Mexico), Europe (especially Spain, Germany, France), 

and South America for theatrical and VOD releases. 

   - Leverage Pedro Pascal and Jenna Ortega’s strong social media presence for targeted 

marketing. 

 

--- 

 

        Final Assessment (Nash Report) 

 

- Investment Recommendation: Strongly Recommended      

- Projected Outcome: High probability of profitability; excellent commercial viability, strong 

potential returns, and attractive ROI. 
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- Market Positioning: Potential for both commercial and critical acclaim, positioning as a 

profitable, culturally significant film with long-term franchise potential or spin-off IP exploration 

(prequels, sequels, streaming series). 

 

--- 

 

     Conclusion for Studio Investment 

 

Given the powerful screenplay, strong marketable ensemble cast, tightly controlled production 

budget ($25M), and clear potential for robust revenue and solid ROI, "The Ghost of the Rio 

Grande" represents an exceptional investment opportunity. 

 

This Nash-style assessment strongly advocates greenlighting the project with confidence in 

achieving both commercial success and critical acclaim. 


